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CHAPTER I. THE FIGHT FOR PARLIAMENT.


Table of Contents



IF in this narrative pertaining to those appearances of
  the Black Avons between the coming in of James Stuart, the Scotsman, until
  the time I shall leave off, there appeareth a diversity of style and diction,
  note you that this earlier part of history was by the hand of my father, Sir
  Stephen Avon, Knight, sometime Alderman of Bedford, and that which comes
  after is, for a sorrowful reason by Giles Avon, Roundhead and Cavalier, his
  son. For my father, though a man of great parts, a player on the viol and a
  singer of sweetness, yet was no scribe such as the ages have produced from
  time to time in our family, and was in no wise minded to make his record in a
  clear and running way as my ancestors have done aforetime. So that we have
  found, in this old chest and that, scraps and screeds of writing which were
  no easy matter to join together. Yet (though it be a mighty poor thing for a
  man to praise himself) I have done this with no gaps to fret the reader. This
  must I say, having read and written nearly to the end of a strange and
  terrible time in the history of our land: that it were better if Mary Queen
  of Scots had never lived, though she gave us two good queens.

  For myself, though it be treason to write it, having through my father's eyes
  seen the Stuarts in and out, I say that they came as a withering curse to
  England from the beginning of them to the end. Vain fool, arrogant fool,
  profligate and dolt, they succeeded one the other, and left in their train
  the bleeding bodies of Englishmen to litter the ground and the honour of
  England fouled in the mire of their pride and cloth. Indeed, though I liked
  not the man, it seemeth to me that the time of the so-called Protector, Mr.
  Cromwell, was like unto a place burnished on a rusty shield. War upon war
  these Scots kings brought us: so that brother fought brother and fathers slew
  their sons. The first of them tore from the books of Parliament the record of
  the Commons' vote, thinking thus to obliterate the liberties of England.
  Would that we could tear from history the pages of their reigns and cast
  their names and deeds into oblivion. For this you must learn, that the
  Stuarts were in reality, though some of them did not wish to be such, enemies
  of the people, high and low. From first to last they broke their own laws,
  were traitors to their own honour, gave pledges and broke them in the same
  breath.



  —G. A.
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IN conformity with the rule and practice of our family, I,
  Stephen Avon, Knight, and Alderman of the City of London (I make these
  descriptions from a desire to be identified rather than from any sense of
  vanity, for it ill becomes a man to boast of the favours which Almighty God
  has bestowed upon him) take up my task to describe those events which
  accompany, as it were, the lives of those dark members of my family, who are
  called the Black Avons.

My great-grandfather, who died three years after the mighty Elizabeth, has
  left a record of those times, and it is for me to say that in my day I have
  seen one Black Avon pass across the scene, that Anthony Avon, son of Sir
  William of Elizabeth's day, who died for liberty in the reign of James; for,
  having offended the King, he, taking the side of Parliament, this brave man
  was set upon by ten villains near to Barnet, where his country home was, and
  left dead upon the road.
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Now, as I examine all these years, the beginning and end of Charles, the
  rule of the Protector, and of our present King Charles II., it seems that I
  discern yet another great stage in the method by which England was ruled. In
  the olden times we were governed at the whim of the barons, mighty men of
  war, who had their strong castles and their retainers, who made war one upon
  the other, or, joining, went out conjoined with or leagued against the King.
  The baron rule remained until the days of the sixth Henry, that most saintly
  prince. Then, from the Welsh mountains came the Tudor, Henry VII., who
  destroyed the power of the barons and England was made a more lawful place,
  since one law ran for all. In these days the Star Chamber might have before
  it, and judge, such nobles as were too powerful to be tried in the common
  court. And in this the Court of the Star Chamber, so called because of the
  patterns upon its ceiling, did good to England, though afterwards the court
  was debased to tyrannical usages.

And as the kings came to dominate the nobles, so came and grew a power
  which in turn dominated the kings. And this new menace to the power of kings
  was Parliament.

It is very well known that there have been Parliaments in England for
  these hundreds of years, and in the days of Elizabeth she spoke to them very
  fairly and they gave her loyalty and money; and there was harmony between
  Crown and Commons. Then came James I., Mary of Scots' son, and reputedly son
  of the Lord Darnley. James, being, as his most Christian Majesty of France
  once said, the wisest fool in Christendom, quarrelled with his Parliament
  being of opinion that kings were divine and could accept no guidance from the
  representatives of their people.

Yet Parliament was grown too lusty in strength, and dared call the King
  and his minister to account, chiding him for the exaction of Benevolences,
  which were 'money gifts' so called, though they were forced from the citizens
  by the King's officers: nor would Parliament have the monopolies which the
  King granted to certain companies of merchants, and that for a good round
  sum; nor the Impositions, as extra taxes were called, and contested them with
  such vigour that the King put many Members of Parliament into prison.

To the first Parliament of Charles I. was I, Sir Stephen Avon, Knight,
  called, there to find, to my joy and delight, for I had no forewarning of
  this, that my illustrious kinsman, Harry Avon, had been sent from Norfolk. He
  was the second Black Avon of our period, his hair being as jet as were his
  eyes. But though it is the legend of our family that the Black Avon is wedded
  to his sword, Sir Harry was a very gentle man, beloved by his tenants,
  respected by all Parliamentarians and praised for his moderation.

There was in Parliament at this time a Mr. Thomas Wentworth, a man of
  great parts and singular power, and friend of Laud, who was afterwards to
  become Archbishop of Canterbury. And often it would happen that we three (for
  Wentworth, who was in some ways an unfriendly man, was fond enough of Harry)
  would gather at a tavern in Westminster for dinner, where we would be joined
  by a certain Mr. Pym, a gentleman of great eloquence, and who by such gifts
  was afterwards to make a name for himself.

Now this was the position when Parliament assembled. We had King Charles
  I. on the throne, and with him the Duke of Buckingham for minister, a
  roysterous, lovable vagabond of a fellow, detested by Parliament. Charles had
  married Henrietta Maria, a Catholic of France, and this in the face of the
  growing feeling in our country of a Protestantism which went farther than
  even the great Elizabeth would have sanctioned. There was in truth a party
  that we called Puritans, which regarded even the simple services of the
  Established Church as idolatry. These had numerous representatives in the
  House of Commons. So that, when Charles asked for money to carry on a war
  with Spain, Parliament hummed with discontent.

"We'll not do it," said Mr. Pym when they met at dinner, the day after the
  King had made his demand "unless His Majesty dismisses Buckingham."

"That he will never do," said Harry Avon, shaking his head sadly. "I fear
  me Buckingham will be too strong for us."

"Then no money goes to Charles for that thief and perverter of public
  funds," said Wentworth grimly.

How well I remember the bitterness of this man! In truth he would out-Pym
  our Mr. Pym in his denunciation of Buckingham!

And such was the view of Parliament, which, making its will known to the
  King's Majesty, was angrily dissolved.

Yet it had so come about, through rights secured to us by our forefathers,
  that no king, however powerful, can carry on the government of the country
  without his Parliament, which alone has power to grant supplies; and a new
  Parliament was called. Harry came to my lodgings early in the morning and we
  broke fast together with a jug of ale and a broiled capon, such as my woman,
  Elizabeth Martingale, alone can cook, and he was gloomy indeed.
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